
AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

Key Industry: Mining
Mining has a long history in the two-county area, particu-
larly in years past when there was extensive hard rock min-
ing in the area including the mining of gold and silver. How-
ever, the planning area’s mining industry is presently mod-
est in size, with the largest component being “non-fuels/
non-metals” mineral production as shown in Figure 8. There
is very little labor income generated locally in metal mining
or oil and gas exploration and extraction. Talc production is
currently the only significant mineral producing activity in
the area. It is occurring at the Treasure Mine located on BLM
and patented claims and the Regal Mine located on private
estate. There is currently only one metal producing mine in
the area – a small placer gold operation near Bannack.

The mining industry has been largely expanding over the
course of the last twenty years in Beaverhead County, while
contracting in Madison County. Mining workers in
Beaverhead County earned about $2 million in 1980. In more
recent years, this has reached $8 to $10 million annually,
with this growth almost entirely concentrated in non-met-
als/non-fuels mineral mining. Mining workers in Madison
County earned as much as $7.5 million in 1988, but this fell
to less than a half a million dollars in the mid-90s and rose
to only $1.3 million in 2000.

There is currently very little mineral mining activity on any
BLM lands in the study area. However, some mineral prices
and oil and gas prices have risen significantly in the last
few years, which is generating some interest in potential
area exploration. There is no area coal production and de-
velopment potential is very low, according to BLM staff.
Coalbed natural gas potential also is considered very low.

The area has no oil and gas wells in production and there
has been very little exploration drilling. However, BLM
estimates that around 190,000 acres in the planning area
has moderate potential for oil and gas development. Be-
cause of this, the primary activity to be evaluated under this
economic study is the projection regarding potential oil and
gas development.

A report was recently done for the U.S. Forest Service ex-
amining the requirements of oil and gas exploration and
development in Montana’s Lewis and Clark National For-
est area (USDA-FS 1997c). That report generally describes
the types of activities necessary for oil and gas develop-
ment, which are generally applicable to what would be in-
volved in the study area. Oil and gas exploration and devel-
opment involves five stages: (1) preliminary investigation
(surveys and seismic and other testing), (2) exploratory drill-
ing (initial drilling in areas of greatest potential using large
drilling rigs and sometimes involving some new road con-
struction for access), (3) development, (4) production, and
(5) abandonment. According to the report, wells that go to
depths of 20,000 feet or more can take 400 to 500 days to
drill. More modest wells of 6,000 to 8,000 feet take around
120 days and drilling occurs 7 days a week, 24 hours a day.

After well drilling is complete, testing follows to determine
whether production may be feasible. If commercial quanti-
ties of oil or gas are present, the well is completed as a pro-
ducer. This is done at considerable cost, involving construc-
tion of facilities to store and transport the oil or gas includ-
ing pipelines. The life of a producing well then ranges from
25 to 40 years.
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